RSVP in Minnesota
RSVP connects volunteers with service opportunities that promote positive change and meet critical needs in their communities. RSVP volunteers help build capacity and improve sustainability in organizations where they serve; working with food shelves or delivering meals on wheels, tax assistance, disaster relief, healthy initiatives and so much more. In 2013, over 13,526 volunteers served 1.5 million hours, meeting critical needs in 1,893 public and non-profit agencies across Minnesota.
Senior Companions in Minnesota
Senior Companions provide assistance and friendship to frail individuals who wish to remain living in their own homes. Senior Companions often provide essential non-medical assistance, respite support, and transportation that allow individuals to avoid more costly long term care placements. In 2013, 428 Senior Companions provided 262,159 hours of service to 2,566 frail elders. Senior Companions commit to 15-20 hours a week of service and receive a tax-free stipend of $2.65 per hour.
Just two years after Mankato's Echo Food Shelf moved to its new location, Bob Marsh, a former builder and contractor, joined Common Good RSVP, a program of Catholic Charities of the Diocese of Winona that helps people find volunteer opportunities in their communities. Bob, as it turned out, was once a client of Echo Food Shelf himself; after losing his business and becoming homeless. Having experienced first-hand how the food shelf helped him in his time of need, he knew he wanted to give back when and how he could.
The food distribution facility, serving area families and individuals in crisis, while larger in this new location, had been quickly filled to capacity and the inefficient refrigeration and freezer units were maxing out the monthly budget. Bob started by using his construction skills to improve the food shelf's capacity and efficiency, first with adding a handicapaccessible bathroom, repairing walls, painting, installing cost-saving lighting, and other space-saving projects. Last summer, Bob embarked on extending the storage facility, laying block up to twelve feet high. He drove hundreds of miles and acquired large donations from businesses and contractors to obtain supplies, equipment and services. He framed and installed large walk-in cooler and freezer units that replaced the old freezers and work on top-of-the-line systems that have since saved over $600 per month in electrical costs.
According to the American Educational Research Association, a student who can't read at grade level by 3rd grade is four times less likely to graduate by age 19 than a child who does read proficiently by that time. Principal Maria Erlandson sees first-hand the impact the Foster Grandparents are making to give each child the best opportunity to graduate. To ensure students' success, second and third graders at Foley Elementary School spend part of their days working in the Reading Lab. Foster Grandparents Sharon Beehler and Pat Smelter volunteer in the Reading Lab every day and are a consistent presence among the students. "We see a significant increase through the year in our oral reading fluency scores and much of the credit goes to the work the students do in the reading lab," she said. "Last year, 64% of second graders began the year at the benchmark level and that increased to 70% of the students by the end of the year."
Spending about twenty-five minutes per day in the lab, the students work on their "Reading Naturally" curriculum. Each non-fiction story requires a combination of reading a story out loud to an adult and out loud along with a tape, as well as answering questions about the story and summarizing the story in the student's own words. Readings are timed and progress is charted by words per minute. As a student improves, they move up a level in the curriculum, which has thirteen reading levels ranging from 0.5 -8.0.
The Foster Grandparents work with students individually, listening to them read out loud, correcting words, answering questions and ensuring that students are staying on task. Through their work, Grandma Pat and Grandma Sharon have seen students' reading abilities grow by leaps and bounds. "Last year, we had a boy who started at a 0.8," said Grandma Pat. "He couldn't read 'the' or 'and'. Now he is in third grade and reading at a 3.5, which is right on track." Both Grandma Pat and Grandma Sharon emphasized the importance of charting a student's progress from week to week, and the difference it can make in their self-esteem and sense of accomplishment when they see their reading improve. "When it comes to impact, it is clear to see that students really respond positively to our Foster Grandparents," said Principal Erlandson. "They enjoy their time in the reading lab and look forward to it. The relationship also has such a positive impact on our grandparents as well -it is so awesome to see the pride they take in student growth!" As students at Foley Elementary improve their reading skills, the effects will be long-lasting. Grandma Sharon and Grandma Pat are doing work that increases a student's chance of graduating high school, one paragraph at a time.
"If we can just take them one step further and give them a little more hope that they have accomplished something, then it's worth it." Betty, Foster Grandparent
"Like Billy Graham said, I don't concentrate on what I can't do, I concentrate on what I can do." Shirley, RSVP volunteer
Bob brought key people from the city, engineering firms, HV/AC enterprises and even grocery stores in to assist with their areas of expertise of this warehouse expansion. Recently, Bob's artistic creativity inspired him to spearhead a mural project for the back side of the warehouse wall, which faces out towards passing Riverfront Drive motorists. Now, students and faculty from the local community college are painting a mural on the block wall, depicting what Echo Food Shelf is about: fruits, vegetables and general sustenance.
Overall, the add-on warehouse project would have cost Echo Food Shelf well over $350,000, but with Bob's work and ingenuity, only cost $11,000. He works alongside many other dedicated volunteers at Echo Food Shelf who share his passion. His persistence in getting donations, finding the appropriate resources and the amazing amounts of labor has allowed the food shelf to begin to accept frozen food and meat and refrigerator items they could not have stored in the past. "It's already getting full," Bob said. He realizes he will always have more to do to provide the food shelf with the space and facility conditions they need to help others. "There's a lot of good people there; and a lot of good people who have been down the same road I have," said Bob.
Along with many other dedicated Common Good RSVP volunteers at the Echo Food Shelf, support for Bob's projects and other ventures continue. These volunteer efforts support Mankato's citizens in need and continue to make their community a more fulfilling place to live.
Lana Glover decided to become a Senior Companion volunteer in July of 2013, just one month after arriving in Minnesota from South Carolina, where she retired after 25 years of teaching, more than 13 years of work as a librarian, and 7 years as a nanny. Despite a very full and accomplished career, Lana decided to spend her time in retirement serving older adults in her community, because according to Lana, "I know how lonely people can become as they get older, I'd love to share time with them."
Part of that time is shared with 69 year old client Juliette, who Lana visits every week for 3 to 4 hours at a time. Lana is counted upon for her weekly visit to Juliette, every Friday, where she not only provides a warm and caring face, but a friend to spend time with, and someone Juliette knows she can rely upon for support in the home as well as a link from her home to the community. The value of this weekly visit and friendship in Lana was made apparent by a letter sent to the Senior Companion Program from Juliette, as a way to express her thanks for the Program. It reads:
A Life Change Often, people don't stop to think about older persons, with or without disabilities, unless or until they're in the same boat. I certainly didn't.
I'm totally blind, live by myself and despite the fact that I take advantage of our paratransit system, the Senior Companion Program is enabling me to continue staying in my home, feel less isolated, and connect to the community at large. How do they do it? Volunteers are paired with us based on our and their interests, temperaments, time availability and neighborhood proximity. With the right match, this can change someone's life. For myself, far more than helping me shop, taking me to medical appointments or sharing a good meal, I look forward to seeing my "friend" to talk about our shared values, politics, funny and/or heartbreaking stories either read about or in our own lives and just to know that I can count on this wonderful person sharing her life with me once a week. There is never a lack of things to talk about; I am so blessed to have this person in my life and thanks to the Senior Companion Program, this was made possible for me.
I'm sure there are many other testimonials like mine. I hope these will inspire and encourage you to volunteer and share your precious time and lives with us.
Like Juliette, the 2,565 other clients who received a weekly visit from a Senior Companion volunteer last year share similar thanks and praise for the much needed support and friendship. In part, that weekly visitor enables them to remain living independently in their home, which is where they want to be. In 2013, the 428 Senior Companion volunteers serving across the state of Minnesota drove more than 1.3 million miles for the clients they served providing a much needed service in the community for a very deserving population.
